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Summary 

The co-occurrence and correlation between domestic 
violence and child abuse in households 
A review in literature 

 

 

This report gives an account of an exploratory international literature review of the 

nature and extent of the co-occurrence and correlation between domestic violence 

and child abuse in the home. The study was prompted by the wish to explore the 

possibilities for a Dutch empirical research on this problem and at the same time to 

map what is already known about this internationally. For the benefit of the litera-

ture review, which focuses on the co-occurrence and correlation between violence 

against children (child abuse) and other domestic violence by offenders in a house-

hold, child abuse is defined here as that part of domestic violence where there is a 

young victim and an adult offender. Other violence in the household is classified as 

domestic violence.  

Not only is it relevant to know how often both phenomena occur within one house-

hold (co-occurrence). In view of targeted prevention and intervention, it is also im-

portant to know whether one form of violence occurs more often if  also the other 

form of violence is present (correlation). In other words, correlation deals with the 

question whether there is an increased risk of child abuse if domestic violence 

occurs (as opposed to families not affected by domestic violence) and vice versa. 

Therefore, this report is not just an exploration of the co-occurrence, but of the 

correlation as well.  

A systematic literature search was conducted for the benefit of this literature review. 

41 articles that give an account of relevant empirical research and that have been 

published between 1998 and 2016, have been included and described. In the vast 

majority of the  studies found, domestic violence exclusively relates to violence be-

tween parents or carers in the household, in other words intimate partner violence. 

This violence can occur between both biological parents, but also between, for ex-

ample, a parent and an ex-partner, new partner, and such. For domestic violence to 

be more broadly defined in the studies  than only as intimate (ex-) partner violence 

is exceptional. There have, however, also been found and described some studies on 

the co-occurrence of child abuse and abuse by (adolescent) children against parents 

(referred to as child to parent violence). 

Studies on co-occurrence 

Physical child abuse is 53 investigated in the vast majority of the studies on co-

occurrence, however, also research on psychological abuse and neglect is no ex-

ception. With respect to intimate partner violence, physical abuse is also examined 

the most, followed at a distance by psychological and sexual abuse. This means that 

forms other than physical violence in relation to child abuse as well as domestic 

violence often remain underexposed in studies on co-occurrence.  

                                                
53 Although sexual violence may certainly be regarded as 'physical', in this context the term physical has contin-

uously referred to physical non-sexual violence. This applies to both child abuse as well as domestic violence.   
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Surprisingly, the gender and age of the abused children are virtually not addressed 

in the research on co-occurrence. This does not imply that these features of the 

children are not examined. However, the analyses in the context of nature or extent 

of the co-occurrence hardly use them. As a consequence, it is not known whether 

more co-occurrence exists in families with young children or in families with some-

what older children and whether the gender of the children makes a difference in 

this.  

The gender of the offender of the child abuse is more often the object of study. Re-

search is often carried out on both male as well as female adults committing child 

abuse. Still, in the study on co-occurrence, there is less focus on the fathers / male 

carers as abusive parents than the mothers. As far as is known, this is not due to 

the fact that they abuse less, but because this is being less examined. The gender  

of offenders and victims of intimate partner violence is regularly the object of study. 

The largest group of studies explores unilateral violence, the man being the offender 

and the wife the victim.  

Between 1998 and 2016, research has been conducted on co-occurrence by taking 

random samples among the general population (population sampling), among risk 

groups and among clinical groups. In clinical groups, either the intimate partner vio-

lence or child abuse has already been determined; what follows is a study to see to 

what the extent the other phenomenon is also present. In some cases, in addition  

to a clinical sample, a control group was also examined (a group of non-abused 

women in the case in hand). The examination method used often depends on the 

type of sampling. Nearly all population samplings are done on the basis of self re-

port methods. Self reporting is done by the parents, usually the mothers, and the 

children. As yet, fathers have hardly been surveyed about both intimate partner 

violence and child abuse. Research among clinical groups often use information  

that can be collected from files, such as from Child Protective Services. The use  

of various methods (for example self reporting and file examination) combined in 

one single study has not often been seen. It is more common for multiple persons 

being interviewed, for example two adults or a parent and a child. In a few cases, 

observation is used as a method in combination with interviews. It also happens for 

adult respondents to be asked about the co-occurrence of child abuse and domestic 

violence in their home of origin. Furthermore, research is sometimes initiated on  

co-occurrence based on reports of child abuse that partly are not investigated and 

not confirmed by youth protection organizations. This may produce 'false positives'. 

For this reason, these studies are not taken into consideration in our report on pre-

valences.  

Most studies are retrospective. A number of prospective studies have, in fact, been 

found, however, the order in which domestic violence and child abuse occur (let 

alone a possible causality) could not be unequivocally established in any of these 

studies.  

Most studies use different versions and scales of the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS). 

What is apparent is that the frequency of the occurrences of the events (the CTS 

does ask questions about this) is not often used in the reported analyses. The 

occurrence of child abuse or domestic violence is often dichotomized: 'something' 

has taken place, or nothing has happened. In the event that 'something' has taken 

place, no further gradation is touched upon. Whether the events asked about (for 

example, hitting, kicking, threatening with a knife) have happened once, five, ten  

or twenty times in the past year, it is always counted as child abuse or intimate 

partner violence. Also, the injury scale from the CTS2 hardly appears to be used. 

There are studies, however, that do differentiate between severe and less severe 

physical violence. The CTS does have different scales for this. Still, in practice, one-

off incidents and frequently occurring events within each category (severe and less 
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severe) are regularly lumped together. Co-occurrence percentages of less severe 

incidents could therefore serve for a year in which a child received one slap from  

his father or mother and in which the mother or father furthermore gave his or her 

partner a firm push, as well as a year in which these incidents were the order of the 

day.  

The prevalences that underpin the co-occurrence percentages are commonly meas-

ured as the percentage of respondents who report at least one incident of domes- 

tic violence and child abuse. This working method culminates in extremely high co-

occurrence percentages and, as such, only a very limited insight exists into the co-

occurrence of severe violence against partners and children. 

The fact that the methodological quality of the studies found is not systematically 

assessed, results in a limitation of this literature review. Value judgements of as-

pects such as the representativeness of the samples, non-response and the relia-

bility and validity of the methods and measurement tools are not systematically 

included in this review. It was not feasible to carry out such an exercise given the 

exploratory nature of this study. It is for this reason then that the co-occurrence 

percentages set out below have to be considered as an indication.  

Indication of the co-occurrence of  intimate partner violence and child 

abuse in the household 

The percentage of co-occurrence of intimate partner violence and child abuse in the 

household resulting from population sampling varies significantly (range: 1 to 46%  

– very broad definitions were included in the latter percentage). Since 1998, there 

was one (American) population study published in which violence is measured not 

only in relatively many directions (four), but also in which a distinction is made 

between severe and less severe violence. Currently, this study best reflects these 

issues in families with young children (ages three to seven). The study reveals an 

annual percentage of 5.3% when we limit ourselves to the co-occurrence of severe 

physical violence between partners and against children (Slep & O'Leary, 200554). 

This means that, annually, about one in twenty of these families are faced with in-

timate partner violence and child abuse. At least one serious incident of both inti-

mate partner violence and child abuse has then taken place (for example: someone 

was beaten up, intentionally burned, thrown against a wall, threatened with a knife 

or other weapon). This percentage comes close to the 6% that Appel and Holden 

(1998)55 reported based on two past representative population studies. There are, 

as yet, no figures available about the co-occurrence of intimate partner violence and 

child abuse in the Netherlands.  

For social care services, information about the co-occurrence of intimate partner 

violence and child abuse in families whom they are possibly already monitoring 

('clinical groups') is perhaps more relevant than information about the prevalence  

in general society. By using the term 'clinical groups' we do not exclusively refer to 

groups known to social care services, but also groups that have, for example in a 

questionnaire, indicated that intimate partner violence or child abuse was committed 

by or against them. When we continue to build on the most comprehensive Ameri-

can study so far, the following further indication can be provided. Roughly two out 

of ten families with young children where severe physical intimate partner violence 

                                                
54 Slep, A.M.S., & O’leary, S.G. (2005). Parent and partner violence in families with young children: Rates, patterns, 

and connections. Journal of consulting and clinical psychology, 73(3), 435. 

55 Appel, A.E., & Holden, G.W. (1998). The co-occurrence of spouse and physical child abuse: A review and 

appraisal. Journal of family psychology, 12(4), 578. 



90  |  Cahier 2016-7 Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek- en Documentatiecentrum 

occurred in the last year, were also faced with child abuse. Vice versa, roughly four 

out of ten families with young children where severe physical child abuse took place 

in the last year, were also faced with severe physical intimate partner violence. It 

may be concluded that there is a substantial overlap between both phenomena in 

clinical groups.  

There is much empirical evidence of the correlation between intimate partner vio-

lence and child abuse: child abuse is significantly more present in families where 

intimate partner violence occurs than in families where intimate partner violence 

plays no part. This correlation stands on its own, meaning: even if statistically 

controlled for the influence of other variables such as the age of the child and risk 

factors such as stress, unemployment, self control and depression.  

In practice, it shows that the combination of mutual intimate partner violence plus 

child abuse (the ‘marital violence’ model in Apple & Holden, 1998) occurs most 

frequently. Both partners use violence against each other and both or one of them 

also use violence against the child. There being mutual violence, does not answer 

the questions if the violence on both ends is equally severe, who initiates it and 

such – this study does not teach us anything about that. The marital violence model 

(mutual intimate partner violence in combination with child abuse) is observed more 

frequent than the single perpetrator model (single perpetrator of both partner vio-

lence as child abuse) and is more frequent observed than the sequential perpetrator 

model (in which the victim of intimate partner abuse, is the perpetrator of the child 

abuse).  

None of the studies found asked questions about violence between all possible fami-

ly relationships (meaning besides intimate partner violence and child abuse also 

violence between siblings and child to parent violence). All studies therefore only 

show part of the possible co-occurrence in households, thereby possibly underesti-

mating the extent.  

Influence of the study design  

This review reveals a clear connection between the level of the co-occurrence found 

and the design of the study in question. Co-occurrence percentages are - not 

surprisingly- systematically higher if:  

1 more forms of intimate partner violence and child abuse have been measured (for 

example psychological violence in addition to physical violence); 

2 the definition of the form(s) is described broadly (consequently less severe items 

are included to determine if violence was committed);  

3 the reference period is longer (for example 'lifetime' as opposed to over the past 

year); 

4 violence is measured in more 'directions' (man against woman, woman against 

man, man against child and woman against child).  

Other choices also influence the prevalence reached. Consider the amount of infor-

mation sources used in the study and the field work method. The written survey 

results in a higher co-occurrence than a telephone questionnaire or a face-to-face 

interview in population studies.  

It is important to put the sometimes very high co-occurrence percentages into 

perspective. We have shown that, in broad definitions of physical violence, such a 

percentage can imply a year in which a child receives one slap from the father or 

mother and in which the father or the mother have moreover given his or her 

partner a firm push. These do not necessarily constitute violent families. Such a 

percentage does not reveal anything about the number of families where violence is 

a fact of daily life or about the chronicity of that violence.  



 

Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek- en Documentatiecentrum Cahier 2016-7  |  91 

Explanations  

In literature, two main categories of explanations are found of the co-occurrence of 

domestic violence and child abuse in the household. It concerns spillover explana-

tions and explanations that rely more on the convergence of risk factors. The report 

further clarifies these explanations. Both sets of explanations are needed to clarify 

the start and continued co-occurrence of intimate partner violence and child abuse 

in the household. The aetiology of the model in which there is one single offender of 

both intimate partner violence and child abuse necessarily differs to the aetiology of 

the sequential offender.  

Theoretically, it is generally believed that intimate partner violence, as opposed to 

child abuse, is the starting point of co-occurrence within the home. A limited num-

ber of studies were conducted as a longitudinal study and could, as such, provide 

empirical evidence of this. Though these studies were able to indeed provide an 

indication of intimate partner violence preceding child abuse, none of the studies 

could conclusively demonstrate the order, let alone a possible causality.  

Implications 

On the basis of the scientific knowledge, it has to be presumed that in relationships 

where intimate partner violence is committed and where there are children involved, 

the risk of child abuse is significantly higher as opposed to relationships where there 

is no violence between partners and vice versa. Consideration could be given to 

verifying as a standard practice whether also other domestic violence is taking place 

in a family household of which is known or highly suspected that severe (ex)partner 

violence or child abuse is taking place there. More problems may be perceived and 

intervention can then take place on a broader scale. It is important for professionals 

involved with helping families deal with violence to realize that interventions that 

are aimed at one of both phenomena, may only have a limited effect in situations  

of co-occurrence. Interventions aimed at halting child abuse, can probably be more 

effective if possible intimate partner violence or other domestic violence is address-

ed in the same family simultaneously. Spillover mechanisms, whereby conflict and 

violence in the relationship between partners are transferred to the parent-child 

relationship, with all the short and long-term associated consequences, can be dis-

continued more effectively.  

A number of subjects have emerged from the literature review with little to none 

recourse to scientific knowledge. It concerns the co-occurrence of domestic violence 

and sexual child abuse in the household; the question whether there is more co-

occurrence of intimate partner violence and child abuse if non-biological or non-legal 

parents are involved; the possible link between the gender and age of the children 

and the co-occurrence in the household; and the co-occurrence of child abuse and 

forms of domestic violence other than intimate partner violence, including child to 

parent abuse and possibly also abuse by (elder) siblings. It furthermore stands to 

reason that research should focus more on men / fathers as possible offenders of 

child abuse. By researching these topics, it may contribute to more knowledge of 

the characteristics of families that pose an increased risk. This could then improve 

alerts of co-occurrence in the clinical practice.  

Many studies revealed an incomplete survey of the matter of violence between part-

ners and between parents / caregivers against the child. Researchers often limit 

themselves by conducting the studies on the subject of violence committed by the 

man against the woman and by the woman against the child (the sequential offend-

er model). This underestimates the total extent of the co-occurrence. It is important 
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for future research on the prevalence of co-occurrence to at least involve violence 

committed by both parents against the child (or children) and violence of both part-

ners against each other. This could be supplemented by questions about violence in 

other family relationships.  

The report concludes with a number of points of attention in the design and imple-

mentation of possible future prevalence research in this field in the Netherlands. It 

is among other things recommended to interview in any event more sources/per-

sons of the same family in self report studies; to ensure that a distinction is made 

between the co-occurrence of more severe and chronic violence and the co-occur-

rence of less severe violence and to gather some information about the extent and 

direction of possible selective non-response in connection with violence in the home. 

Furthermore, it is noted that the Dutch 'umbrella term' of domestic violence ought 

perhaps not be used by default as research definition. Also, asking questions about 

violence within all possible relationships that could fall under the umbrella term of 

domestic violence (family friend, family members) will not be easily feasible within 

one single questionnaire. 

One conclusion of this international literature review is that there is a substantial 

overlap between intimate partner violence and child abuse in clinical groups.. It is 

quite conceivable in this context to in fact facilitate projects that lead to a better 

alert and effective interventions as opposed to a complex and costly prevalence 

research on co-occurrence in the Netherlands.  

 

 


